Sucking behavior of preterm neonates as a predictor of developmental outcomes.
The relationship between the pattern of sucking behavior of preterm infants during the early weeks of life and neurodevelopmental outcomes during the first year of life was evaluated. The study sample consisted of 105 preterm infants (postmenstrual age [PMA] at birth = 30.5 +/- 2.8 weeks [mean +/- SD]; birth weight = 1476 +/- 460 g; mean length of hospital stay = 41.6 +/- 31.4 days). All infants received a 5-minute sucking test at 34 and at 40 weeks PMA, with outcomes evaluated at 6 and/or 12 months corrected gestational age via the Bayley Scales of Infant Development. As expected, 6- and 12-month values for the Psychomotor Developmental Index (PDI) and Mental Developmental Index (MDI) of the Bayley Scales of Infant Development were significantly below the normative levels established for infants delivered at term. A significant association between neonatal sucking pattern at 40 weeks PMA and developmental outcome at 12 months corrected gestational age was obtained. Each of the 3 simple sucking parameters evaluated (number of sucks, mean number of sucks per bursts and mean sucking pressure peaks), as well as a composite parameter (average of the respective parameter z-scores), was significantly related to both PDI and MDI at 12 months. Multivariable models, adjusting for PMA at birth, length of hospital stay, and other predictors, affirmed that sucking performance at 40 weeks PMA was a significant, independent predictor of developmental status 1 year later. Standardization of an instrument for neonatal sucking assessment may offer a cost-effective early screening strategy for preterm infants at greatest risk for developmental delay.